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Mapping social enterprise in Australia: conceptual debates and their operational 
implications 
Jo Barraket and Nicholas Collyer 
Abstract 
In the last ten years, there has been growing interest in social enterprise by governments, 
the not for profit sector and philanthropy in Australia The drivers of this interest have been 
variously understood to be: increasing demands for innovative responses to social and 
environmental problems; pressures on non-profit organisations to diversify their income 
sources; and increasing emphases by government on the role of civil society actors in 
partnering around social policy agendas.  Whatever its genesis, very little is known about 
the scale and scope of the emerging social enterprise sector.  In order to research the scope 
of the sector, an important first step involves understanding just what social enterprise is, 
and how it may be operationalised. This paper presents the findings from the first stage of a 
national research project conducted by the authors in conjunction with a new social 
enterprise development company.  The purpose of the project was to provide a 
comprehensive snapshot of the social enterprise sector in Australia. In this paper, we focus 
on the definitional debates arising from our workshop discussions, what these mean for 
understanding contemporary discourses of social enterprise, and their implications for 
research, policy and practice. 
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Introduction 
In the last ten years, there has been growing interest in social enterprise by governments, 
the non-profit sector and philanthropy in Australia. This mirrors the emergence of various 
discourses of social enterprise in Europe, north America and parts of Asia, which have been 
playing out since the early 1990s (Borzaga & Defourny 2001; Defourny & Nyssens 2006; Kerlin 
2006; Defourny & Nyssens 2010).  There are multiple drivers of this interest. These include: 
increasing demands for innovative responses to social and environmental problems (Hulgård 
& Spear 2006; Pearce 2003; Spear & Bidet 2005);  pressures on non-profit organisations to 
diversify their income sources (Dees et al. 2001; Boschee 2001); and increasing emphases by 
governments on the role of civil society actors in partnering around social policy agendas 
(Reddel 2004; Barraket 2008; Aiken 2006). Some writers also suggest that the evolution of 
social enterprise reflects a quest for legitimacy by third sector organisations within a society 
increasingly dominated by market logics (Aiken 2006; Dart 2004; Nicholls 2009).  
Whatever the geneses of this emergent interest, very little is known about the scale and 
scope of social enterprise in Australia (Lyons & Passey 2006; Productivity Commission 2009).  
While it is arguable that the practice of social enterprise in Australia has a well-established 
history (see Lyons 2001), as a distinct field of activity, it has received little attention from 
researchers and policymakers. There is available niche data on long-established non-profit 
trading forms such as co-operatives, clubs, charitable trading enterprises, independent 
schools, credit unions and friendly and building societies. Yet, to date, there has been no 
research that has sought to understand the full dimensions of the social enterprise sector in 
this country.   
A significant barrier to understanding the scope and impacts of the social enterprise sector 
is the absence of a shared understanding of just what social enterprise is. The various 
discourses of social enterprise identified above produce different meanings of the concept, 
which affect the ways in which we define the field of action that constitutes ‘the sector’ and, 
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thus, how we operationalise the concept for the purposes of advancing practice and 
research in this field. In this paper, we present some of the findings from the first phase of a 
national research project conducted by the authors in conjunction with a new social 
enterprise development company.  The purpose of the research was to provide a 
comprehensive snapshot of the social enterprise sector in Australia. The research was based 
on: a series of workshop discussions and responses to a brief issues paper involving 38 
respondents with expertise in social enterprise; an inductive search for Australian social 
enterprises; secondary analysis of existing data on particular industry subsectors of the 
social enterprise sector; and a national online survey involving 365 social enterprises. In this 
paper, we focus on the conceptual and definitional debates arising from the project 
workshops and interviews, in order to understand the underlying impulses driving different 
understandings of social enterprise. We have reported elsewhere on the way in which we 
operationalised the survey research and the substantive findings that emerged from the 
project (see Barraket, Collyer, O’Connor and Anderson, 2010). 
Approaches to Defining Social Enterprise 
There have been various approaches to defining social enterprise, both in conceptual terms 
and for the purposes of empirical research. Conceptual approaches have tended to draw on 
pre-existing literature and policy analysis to trace how different understandings of social 
enterprise have evolved in different national and cultural contexts (see, for example, 
Defourny & Nyssens 2010; Kerlin 2006). Research within the European Union (EU) has 
generated a criteria-based definition of ‘ideal types’ based on empirical observations and 
dialogue between participating academics about different manifestations of social 
enterprise in various EU member states (Defourny & Nyssens 2006).  
Some writers have relied on governmental definitions, with limited critical examination of 
the veracity of these (for example, Simmons 2008; Mason, Kirkbride & Bryde 2007). Within 
empirical research focused on mapping social enterprise nationally or regionally, definitions 
of social enterprise have either been ‘test-based’ (that is, researcher generated) or ‘user-
driven’ based on respondents’ self-identification as a social enterprise (Lyon & Sepulveda 
2009, p. 8). 
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In the research reported on here, we took a different approach by exploring the discursive 
construction of social enterprise presented by a variety of people active within the field of 
social enterprise development in Australia. As Grant and Dart (2008) discuss, and is revisited 
by Grant and Kinley in this collection, definitional understandings of social enterprise are 
intimately bound up with identity construction, through which the meaning of enduring 
values and distinctive characteristics are negotiated.  Our purpose here, which  is discussed 
further in the methodology section below, is not to ‘define’ social enterprise, but to 
examine the meanings and characteristics attributed to this field of action as negotiated by 
our research participants, in order to better understand the underlying impulses that inform 
current debates about the nature and role of social enterprise. 
Methodology 
In April-May 2009, the research team conducted three workshops to discuss definitions of 
social enterprise with key informants. Thirty people participated in these discussions.  In 
addition, four written submissions were received in response to a discussion paper eliciting 
views about defining social enterprise via the project website, and four interviews were 
conducted with informants unable to participate in the workshop discussions.  Workshop 
participants and interviewees were invited to articulate the core features of social 
enterprise, and to consider how best to operationalise the concept for the purposes of 
identifying and surveying the sector. Participants’ intuitive understandings of social 
enterprise were also explored using specific examples that ‘tested’ their articulated 
definitions. 
Workshop participants were purposively selected on the basis of their organisational 
position and/or personal experience in the strategic development of social enterprise. 
Participants included: known social enterprise sector leaders; practitioners with experience 
in social enterprise development; representatives from social enterprise intermediary 
organisations and large nonprofits undertaking social enterprise development programs; 
individuals with experience in and knowledge of Indigenous enterprises; public sector staff 
with strategic responsibility for supporting social enterprise; and academics with a profile in 
social enterprise, third sector and diverse economy research.  Efforts were made to have 
representation from those with experience in diverse forms of social enterprise. To this end, 
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participants included those with expertise in cooperatives, intermediate labour market 
enterprises, social firms, social businesses, employee buyouts, enterprising community 
initiatives involved in non-monetary trade,  and emerging forms of social entrepreneurship 
that are explicitly concerned with social innovation. Efforts were also made to ensure 
generational diversity, with participants ranging from the ‘Silent Generation’ through to 
‘Generation Y’. Table One indicates the variation of participants by role. 
[Place table one about here] 
The workshops had both substantive and procedural goals. Substantively, the purpose of 
the workshops from the researchers’ perspectives was to understand the range of 
definitions of social enterprise that emerged from the group discussion, and to identify 
emergent points of consensus and irreconcilability within the discussion. Procedurally, and 
in keeping with a participatory action research logic (McIntyre 2008) the research sought to 
stimulate a reflective process with participants in which they considered their own 
responses and were able to recognise the collective process by which definitions were 
developed. The facilitator in this played more than a non-directive role typical of formalised 
focus groups (Stewart et al 2007), but sought to act as ‘facilitator-intervenor’ (Keltner, 
1989), to assist workshop groups to attend to their processes. The aim of facilitation here 
was to reflect the dialogic construction of meaning, and contradictions in logic, back to 
participants. Subsequent to workshop discussions, participants received a draft report on 
the themes, contradictions and silences that emerged from these discussions and were 
provided with a further opportunity to reflect on their own thinking and communicate this 
to the researchers. 
 
The qualitative data arising from workshop discussions were recorded and transcribed, then 
subjected to thematic analysis, in order to provide an overview of the main conceptual 
issues and debates that emerged from these discussions.   Our purpose here is not to 
reconcile the differences between participants’ understandings of social enterprise, but 
rather to trace the contradictions and controversies that emerged in order to understand 
the underlying conceptual tensions that influence discursive constructions of social 
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enterprise. We then go on to briefly consider the implications for operationalising empirical 
research about the social enterprise sector. 
Shaping the field by defining terms 
The language of social enterprise, if not the phenomenon itself, is relatively new to the 
lexicon of third sector activity in Australia (Barraket 2008). In the workshop discussions, 
participants were conscious of gate-keeping and ownership issues around the term ‘social 
enterprise’, which generated various perspectives about the value of developing a shared 
definition.      
Some viewed the notion of defining social enterprise as important in allowing a knowable 
social enterprise sector to take ownership of the phenomenon. This was often expressed in 
oppositional terms, with respondents suggesting that that if the sector did not define social 
enterprise, it would be prescriptively defined by external actors, particularly governments:   
The risk to social enterprise’s really healthy development is that governments will use 
the language as a way to pursue quite a different agenda, (to practitioners) and they 
will say we’re going to provide these services through an open market model and we’ll 
use social enterprises to deliver it, and that would be a very undesirable direction to go 
in an area say like education or health.    
In this case, participants were concerned about the limiting effects of narrowly conceived 
models of social enterprise activity becoming an object of public policy.  In particular, 
current governmental interest in intermediate labour market models of social enterprise – 
that is, those that provide a business setting in which to create pathways to employment for 
highly disadvantaged citizens – were perceived as dominating policy interests and thus over-
influencing public understanding of the nature and value of social enterprise. 
While the development of prescriptive definitions by governments was identified as 
problematic, some participants were conversely concerned that loose or unspecified 
conceptualisations of the term would attract free riders where there were tangible benefits 
available to support social enterprise development:  
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There’s a bit of cache for ordinary businesses to say well we’re about social purpose, 
we provide jobs, or we develop communities or whatever it might be.    
There’s a challenge inherent in that comment, and that is that when something is seen 
to be becoming more prominent and that there’s funding available, everyone starts 
calling themselves a social enterprise of some sort, and we have to be careful that 
what we come to agree upon, if we can, that we’re conscious of that, and we have to 
be rigorous about that. 
A small number of respondents argued, conversely, that some organisations might seek to 
exclude themselves from the field of action, to avoid the stigmatising effects of what they 
viewed as ‘welfarist’ notions of social enterprise arising from governmental definitions:  
Some organisations might see it negatively, and not want to be tagged as social 
enterprises [..] because it might be bad for business and it might affect our trade 
if we call ourselves a social enterprise  …  because they’re government subsidised. 
Those organisations that might have a social justice focus and don’t want to 
stigmatise those people because they won’t want customers to see them as 
government agencies.     
 
A primary purpose of the workshops, interviews and invitation for written submissions was 
to identify the core features of social enterprise for the purposes of operationalising the 
term in a large-scale survey of the sector. In order to structure the discussions, the 
researchers raised a number of questions about how the research should proceed, and in 
particular, how the population should be identified. We asked participants whether we 
should focus narrowly on newer forms of social enterprise that may self-identify with this 
language, or whether we should adopt a broad working definition of social enterprise. The 
latter would potentially include: traditional forms of third sector trading activity, such as 
charitable trading ventures, limited profit distributing co-operatives, and recreational clubs; 
nonprofits that hold competitive contracts with governments, which have grown in number 
with the advent of market models of governance (see Considine 2001); enterprising 
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community activities, such as some community gardens and Local Economic Trading 
Systems  (LETS), that are involved in systematic non-monetary trade; and emergent forms of 
social business that take profit distributing forms.  
Arguments were made by participants in support of both narrow and broad definitions.   
Some argued that too broad a definition would dilute the meaning of social enterprise and 
serve no one. The underpinning issue here was the perceived importance of building the 
collective identity of an emergent sector, with the suggestion that this may best be served 
by starting with a tight definition.  One participant extended this proposition in terms of the 
new knowledge that might be gained from a narrow definition, suggesting that this would 
allow us to see more clearly what is new and unique about social enterprise:  
 In my experience it’s better to narrow it down and be specific, so that you can see 
 the anomalies that are different and detect emerging trends and pick that up and 
 work with that.  I would rather see the co-operative movement, for example, as 
 something which has played a significant role and continues to, but it’s not what’s 
 emerging with respect to social enterprise.  What emerges there may be different, 
 and what emerges in 10 years may be different again.   
 
Overall, however, a majority of participants favoured a broad definition. The underlying 
impulses here were both normative and political. Those who expressed normative positions 
in support of a broad definition were concerned with legitimising the diversity of social 
enterprise and the wider social economy.  
A dominant argument that presented in the discussions aligned the value of a broad 
definition with an image of social enterprise as inclusive practice. Here, participants argued  
that, by nature, social enterprise challenges traditionally bounded practices within the third 
sector – in particular, between charitable and mutual forms - and that social enterprise 
activity transcends presumed divisions between social, economic, environmental and 
cultural domains. In this sense, participants were suggesting that setting narrow definitional 
boundaries of social enterprise practice is not true to the character of this activity, which is 
characterised by hybridity and multiple goal orientations.   
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Another argument for an inclusive definition, which was articulated by participants at two of 
the three workshops was the potential of social enterprise to model and influence ethical 
business practice within the mainstream economy. Participants who took up this argument 
felt that an inclusive definition would bring broad benefits to both the sector and to 
business, by presenting an ethical challenge to mainstream enterprises.    
 I guess from my point of view I see we’re at a particular point in history where 
the commercial sector has serious weaknesses that impact  on the sustainability 
of society and it’s important for us who try to build a more sustainable world to 
say ‘there are other models that can work’.  
The underpinning assumption here is that all social enterprises are themselves ethical 
businesses, shifting definitional discussions away from organisational categories 
towards a moral stance about business practices amongst ideal types of social 
enterprise. These assumptions were considerably challenged when considering the 
alignment, or lack thereof, between trading activity and mission amongst some types 
of not for profit businesses. We return to this point in our discussion of trading 
activities below.  
With regard to political arguments for a broad definition of social enterprise, it was 
suggested by a number of participants at every workshop that a broad and, thus, inclusive 
definition would challenge prescriptive definitions of social enterprise that served particular 
governmental interests:  
I’d like to see us cast the net as widely as possible.  Technically I am not sure 
we’ve got anybody in Australia who’s a Mohammed Yuunis,  but he consciously 
uses the term ‘social business’, and I wouldn’t want us to be too narrow simply 
because the government sees it as a tool of social inclusion.  It’s too narrow for 
my purposes. 
 
A small proportion of participants also expressed the pragmatic view that a broader 
definition of the sector would result in the inclusion of a larger volume of organisations, 
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giving the ‘sector’ greater presence and political weight than narrow definitions could 
produce.  
 
In every workshop and interview, participants identified the potentially reductive power of 
research to shape the ‘reality’ of the sector, arguing that research definitions would 
influence the development of that which it seeks to describe.  In light of this consideration, a 
majority of participants felt that the most prudent approach would be to use as wide a 
definition as possible.  
 You can’t just attempt to ‘find’ what’s out there without influencing the 
outcome.  And so why not just include everything that’s vaguely relevant or part 
of it and then stratify your sample into social change, innovation, it’s where the 
leading edge is going to come from. 
I think one challenge is the mental maps where people bring their own agendas 
and ways of looking at the world.  I mean my view in this whole exercise is that 
we should throw the net as widely as we can practically can, but allow for cutting 
and dicing so that the data are useful for lay people and... practical for 
researchers.   
 
The conclusion we drew as researchers from this debate was that, as long as research 
instruments were sophisticated enough to segment analysis of different ‘types’ of social 
enterprise activity, a broad definitional approach would be most appropriate.  To take a 
more narrowly conceived approach would pre-empt research outcomes by eliminating 
possible respondents from the outset. In epistemological terms, this approach aimed to 
contest the notion that the research process can capture some unified empirical reality 
about a social enterprise sector. Rather, our aim was to provide some preliminary 
brushstrokes to a picture that will be refined, questioned, and painted over as narratives of 
social enterprise in Australia progress further. 
Determining ‘Legitimate’ forms of Social Enterprise Trade  
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The definitional debate that developed within the project workshops explored concepts of 
social enterprise not just in terms of sectors and organisational types, but also in relation to 
questions of trade. There was consensus amongst participants that trade is an essential 
feature of social enterprise. There was also consensus that social enterprise must be 
‘mission led’ -   that is, that resources derived from trading must support mission.  Beyond 
these points of consensus, a core discussion that unfolded was concerned with what 
constituted legitimate forms of trade when seeking to categorise particular activities as 
social enterprise. Three specific legitimacy issues emerged here: the role of non-monetary 
trade; trading in quasi-markets; and the openness of trade to non-members or constituents.  
Some participants argued actively for the inclusion of non-monetary and/or alternative 
currency trading - such as ‘LETS’ schemes, where members trade with each other based on 
alternative currency - while others wanted to include monetary trade only.  With regard to 
monetary versus non-monetary/alternative currency trade, the researchers suggested that 
‘trade’ may be understood as any organised exchange of goods or services. Non-monetary 
and alternative currency trade could therefore be viewed as constitutive of social enterprise 
activity, where the activity is led by purpose before profit. Those in favour of excluding non-
monetary and alternative currency trading felt that this rendered the definition of social 
enterprise too broad, having the potential to reduce its utility as a descriptor of an 
organisational field, while others noted that alternative currency systems seek to develop 
new types of markets; their purpose is not to compete in the open market but to contest it. 
The central disagreement here reflects different discursive constructions of social enterprise 
briefly canvassed in the introduction to our paper. While some participants in our 
workshops were clearly concerned with establishing the legitimacy of social enterprise 
within the market economy, others were explicitly interested in the role of social enterprise 
within the diverse economy and, by extension, its potential to challenge mainstream market 
logics. 
The legitimacy of trading in quasi-markets, where government was the sole purchaser of 
services was also a source of contention. Participants who were concerned about including 
social enterprises that traded only with government raised the issue that market models of 
governing (see Considine 2001) effectively manufactured social enterprise, by shifting 
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nonprofit funding from grant to contract-based approaches. These participants also felt 
wider that independence from government must be a determining feature of social 
enterprise, and this was not the case where enterprises relied solely on governments as 
their clients. 
In response to resistance to include enterprises that trade solely with governments, it was 
observed by at least one participant at every workshop that some businesses in the 
mainstream economy have governments as their principal or sole clients. The argument 
here was that the composition of the client base should not be a determining feature of 
social enterprise. What emerged from this debate was a consensus that some element of 
competition for market share should be a feature of mature forms of social enterprise. It 
was generally agreed across all three workshops that participation in quasi-markets should 
not be excluded from social enterprise activity, where such participation involved 
competitive awarding of governmental contracts. 
The debate about quasi-markets was underpinned by normative positions about the validity 
of ‘closed’ and open ‘markets’. There was considerable debate around the question of open 
markets.  Two participants questioned the premise that open markets exist, noting that all 
markets are limited by access, regulation, and restrictions on competition, or skewed by 
public assistance in the form of subsidies, grants, tariff protection and tax relief -  but the 
principal division of debate was around the issue of market-based and member-based trade.   
Some argued that organisations trading only amongst their members would not qualify as 
‘trading’ in the context of a social enterprise  -  they need to trade with the greater public: 
  I think social enterprise has to be seen to trade in an open market of some sort.  
Where an organisation is largely for mutual benefit of its members and it’s based 
on an ethos of mutual cooperation for that benefit, for me it’s better to keep that 
organisation form more pure and separate from social enterprise.    
We should, some argued, exclude co-operatives all together, as they exist largely for mutual 
benefit.  Some respondents suggested that self-help and religious organisations should be 
excluded for the same reason. 
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Beyond the issue of legitimacy of different types of markets and market practices, the 
source of greatest contention across the workshops revolved around the alignment 
between trade and mission in defining social enterprise. Discussed in the context of how to 
operationalise the concept of ‘social purpose’ - which is a commonly referred to feature of 
most international definitions of social enterprise - participants were considerably divided 
on whether social purpose is fatally corrupted by types of trading that may be viewed as 
socially detrimental.  The researchers presented a list of a number of ‘possible’ social 
enterprises, and participants were asked to discuss whether each should be included in the 
research sample.  The disconnect between trade and mission was particularly obvious in the 
case of some sports and hospitality clubs, many of which have clear social missions and 
benefits  like community building, affordable meals and the provision of recreation facilities,  
but which achieve these by generating profits through gambling and liquor sales. 
How many social enterprises exist because of gambling habits?  -  it’s the ethics I think 
about  -  you’ve got social enterprises existing to ameliorate the effects of other social 
enterprises -  feeding other social enterprises. 
If you think about [this large recreational club] it is a not-for-profit organisation that 
has a good social purpose, but if you think about the trade component, then it’s not for 
public good, because it’s gambling and liquor. 
Providing access to people to become problem gamblers is not a public benefit. 
 They (clubs) match the criteria, aside from what they trade in.  They have a social 
purpose, it’s football  -    I’m just being an antagonist, because it just shows the criteria 
are not tight enough, because I would say they are not social enterprises.  
 I think you’ll find that in those clubs that gambling is way ahead of alcohol in terms of 
income...Do we want them on a map of social enterprise?  I think not.   
The intuitive response of many participants to gambling and liquor-based operations was to 
reject them based on the assumption that they generate more social problems than they set 
out to address.  Others suggested, however, that if the ethics of trading activity was to 
become a determining feature of social enterprise, then the ethics test would need to be 
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applied to all social enterprises and that consensus on what constituted ethical trade would 
need to be arrived at. As one participant argued: 
 it becomes incredibly subjective, too.  Who am I to say that the [an identified 
recreation club] doesn’t have a social purpose? We should not play God. 
Although the consensus seemed to be that all mission-led organisations that trade should 
be considered social enterprises, a number of participants argued that ‘social purpose’ is a 
matter not just of the intent of an organisation (as expressed, for example, in its governing 
documents or promotional literature) but also of the outcomes of its activities.    
I don’t feel particularly confused about it.  If you link the trading with the social 
purpose then [some clubs] don’t get up, and I don’t think [some charitable trading 
businesses] get up.  The trading activity has to be synergistic, consistent and related to 
social purpose. 
An important insight that arises from this debate is that the concept of social enterprise 
cannot be easily operationalised by focusing on organisational types. Across every 
workshop, a common response to the researchers’ exercise of presenting examples of 
particular organisations for consideration of inclusion in the research sample was that, 
within organisational ‘types’, there existed some organisations that were constitutive of 
social enterprise and some that were not. This illuminates the challenges of defining social 
enterprise as some kind of knowable organisational entity, and suggests that the notion of 
social enterprise contests traditional organisational boundaries upon which most third 
sector research is based. 
In keeping with this complexity, informants discussed whether, and under what conditions, 
profit-distributing forms of social business should be understood as part of the social 
enterprise sector.  While a significant majority agreed that reinvestment in mission is a 
determining feature of social enterprise, some participants raised particular examples 
where profit-distributing forms enable mission fulfilment. This discussion focused 
particularly on issues of finance, with some participants noting that current legal regimes 
limit nonprofits’ capacity to raise equity, and that social entrepreneurs sometimes adopt 
for-profit forms only because they can then raise the necessary capital for start-up.  Others 
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supported the distribution of dividends to disadvantaged individuals or communities:  many 
community buy-outs and employee-owned firms are structured to distribute dividends, but 
without them some essential services or employment opportunities would be lost entirely.   
Other participants suggested that, for some traditionally disadvantaged individuals and 
groups, involvement in any kind of business activity, or indeed employment, is social 
enterprise.   
 Obviously in a rural or remote Aboriginal community, any activity is a form of 
 social  enterprise.  If you go to Sydney and come back with some money, you lose 
 it pretty much straight away, it goes to family, that’s the way it is.   People 
 would say to me ‘I want to set up a business.  I want to do something for our 
 mob’.   They were moving through social enterprise in other words, to become 
 independent.   
 
This scenario suggests that ideas of public and community benefit enshrined in legal 
distinctions between ‘for profit’ and ‘not for profit’ activity are highly culturally contingent. 
It also illuminates a theme that emerged at two of the three workshops, that there is not 
always a clear distinction between small business and social business. In some cases, social 
enterprise may be experienced as one step on a continuum of community and business 
activity. Organisations and ventures are not fixed entities and may evolve into or out of the 
social enterprise field.  This challenges ideas of social enterprise activity as a fixed and 
knowable sector, suggesting rather that it is a fluid field of action. In this sense, traditional 
conceptions of distinct and definable ‘market’ and ‘nonmarket’ sectors lose analytic traction 
when understanding the full range of endeavours concerned with the creation of 
community and public benefit.  
 
Governance & Transparency 
Social enterprise encompasses a wide range of organisational forms and consequently a 
variety of forms of governance.  Internationally, there are varying levels of emphasis placed 
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on stakeholder ownership and participatory governance as a determining characteristic of 
social enterprise.  The European Union’s EMES research group, for example, identifies 
collective decision making and the engagement of consumers, users, workers, management 
and members in the running of enterprise as two key characteristics of social enterprise in 
Europe (Defourny, 2001).   It is notable that, as a defining feature of social enterprise, 
participatory governance was only raised at one of the three workshops we conducted. At 
this workshop ‘governance and ownership based on participation’ was one of the core 
definitional criteria proposed.  At other workshops, participants briefly noted that it is 
important to encourage participatory approaches to defining social needs and purpose, and 
that inclusive governance is part of social engagement. Yet, this was not discussed in any 
significant detail. 
There was, however, detailed discussion of the notion of ‘transparency’ in social business 
operations, with participants suggesting that an unwillingness to disclose information about 
business practices was inconsistent with the overarching purpose of social enterprise: 
 if you’re not willing to disclose those things to the public what does that mean 
for public value creation?  There’s got to be transparency in this area. 
 
Proponents of this argument were again interested in the potential of social enterprise to 
model responsible business practice to both mainstream businesses and non-trading third 
sector organisations: 
  Perhaps that’s where social enterprises could have a positive influence because 
at the moment commercial enterprises don’t have to be transparent, but social 
enterprises may influence them to be more so.    
Others suggested that transparency was ideal practice, but should not be a defining 
principle of social enterprise:  
The issue of transparency is desirable rather than a requirement   -   many do not 
disclose information about themselves, but they are still successful social 
enterprises. 
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Conclusion 
Conceptions of social enterprise challenge presumed divisions within the third sector – 
between charitable and mutual self-help forms (Defourny & Nyssens 2006) – and between 
sectors (Barraket 2008). The conceptual debates arising from our research, which to a large 
degree mirror debates that have been playing out in the academic literature on social 
enterprise over the past decade, suggest that ‘social enterprise’ has multiple meanings 
informed by various normative positions. This multiplicity leaves the concept of social 
enterprise subject to dismissal on the basis that it is an empty signifier devoid of practical or 
analytic utility, and vulnerable to cooptation by dominant institutional interests. We would 
argue, to the contrary, that the conceptual tensions traced here do not render ‘social 
enterprise’ empty, but suggest that it is very much loaded. That is, debates about what 
constitute social enterprise do not simply represent practical questions about how to group 
types of organisations, but reflect larger ontological questions about the nature of civil 
society in a global era, and normative positions about what constitutes ethical business 
practice and the nature of markets. For those who are active in practice and research about 
social enterprise, protracted definitional debates may appear tiresome. Yet they are 
indicative of a wider set of deliberations with which we are grappling about  relationships 
between ‘the social’ and ‘the economic’, and the changing configurations of (collective and 
individual) agency that effect contemporary social and environmental transformation. In 
this sense, the concept of ‘social enterprise’ is both subject to cooptation by dominant 
interests and a site of contestation of received truths about the role of sectors and citizens 
in the pursuit of social change. Several themes within our workshop discussions expressed 
notions of fluidity – between not for profit and for profit sectors, and between economic 
and social goals – that undermined categories of social action and business activity often 
presumed to be fixed and distinct within third sector studies. It must be noted, though, that 
many examples of traditional non-profit and cooperative business that sit comfortably 
within established parameters of the third sector were viewed by participants as part of a 
broadly defined spectrum of social enterprise.  
Dominant institutions – particularly governments and larger organisations and 
intermediaries within the third sector – potentially shape our understandings of social 
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enterprise by applying prescriptive definitions of the concept, which can result in the 
promotion and resourcing of narrowly defined types of social enterprise activity. The 
research community is complicit in this where it chooses easily operationalised definitions 
that elide the diversity of the field of action or ignore the variety of normative positions 
underpinning different discursive constructions of social enterprise. 
 At the same time, the imposition of aspirational features of ‘ideal types’ of social enterprise 
on the entire field of activity can set an impossibly high bar for organisations engaged with 
the day to day practicalities of trading for a public or community benefit. The ideal picture 
of social enterprises that was painted by some of our participants, for example, suggested 
that they were simultaneously: unwavering in the pursuit of their mission; competitive in 
commercial markets; publicly transparent about all aspects of their business practice; 
inclusive of beneficiaries in their decision-making; aligned all aspects of their economically 
productive activity with their mission; and enacted a set of universally knowable business 
ethics. While ‘ideal types’ may provide a useful lens through which to understand the range 
of features that may present amongst different types of social enterprise, they can 
potentially be applied to exclude the diversity of practice within the field.  
From a research perspective, the discursive constructions of social enterprise that were 
presented in our qualitative data suggest that we as researchers need to be both reflexive 
and transparent about the way in which we define social enterprise, as we play a potentially 
significant role in constructing that which we seek to investigate. While a call for researcher 
reflexivity is not new within third sector research or the social sciences more generally, 
fields of action that embody complexity and fluidity across traditional empirical categories 
call loudly for research approaches that support such complexity rather than overly simplify 
it.  
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Table One: Research participants by role 
 Workshop participants Interviewees Submissions 
Staff of social 
enterprise 
development 
intermediaries 
17   
Social Entrepreneurs 6 1 2 
Government 
staff/political advisors 
4 1  
Academics 3   
Federated nonprofit  
bodies (peaks) 
  1 
 
 
